
THE DRUG POISONING CRISIS – NOT JUST AN URBAN PROBLEM
Daniel Schulz - January 13, 1989 – April 30, 2014
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Disclosure 
I HAVE NO DISCLOSURES OR CONFLICTS
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Why we share our stories

Drug policy is based morals societal standards and beliefs, not 
evidence. 

Stigma makes it hard for people to speak out., but many do

Families and individuals can help change the narrative by 
evoking empathy in the public, politicians, policy makers

Our painful stories open hearts and opening 
hearts leads to opening minds. 

Warning: Substance use related death!

PETRA SCHULZ - MOMS STOP THE HARM 5/10/2023 3



My Son Danny: 
The Truth About Substance use, stigma, and drug poisoning



















The Power of 
Parent Advocacy 

Moms Stop the Harm (MSTH) is a network of 
Canadian families impacted by substance-use 
related harms and deaths. 

3500 families Canada wide – sign up to BI

Mission: We advocate to end substance use 
related stigma, harms and death.

Provide peer support and welcome new 
families. 
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Substance use 
and overdose 
can affect 
anyone 

But it affects 
some more than 
others
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20 Canadians die 
from drug poisoning every day

15

There was a total of 34,455 opioid toxicity deaths between January 
2016 and September 2022. 

Majority of deaths in British Columbia, Alberta and Ontario; increases 
observed in other regions

Most among young to middle-aged males. 

Toxicity of supply continues to be a major driver of the crisis

34,455
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How Did This Happen?

Personal trauma, mental health

Stigma & discrimination

Lack of access to treatment and harm reduction

The War on Drugs: Toxic, illegal drug supply 

What about the role of pharma? 
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Source: Global Commission on Drug Policy. Regulation: The Responsible Control of Drugs. 2018. 
http://www.globalcommissionondrugs.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/ENG-2018_Regulation_Report_WEB-FINAL.pdf
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People use for 
different reasons 
and not all use is 
problematic
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Harm Reduction –
Relationships are key!

Harm reduction provides
Needle exchange & sterile supplies
Supervised consumption sites 
Naloxone distribution
Drug safety education

Meeting people where they are at!

DOES NOT increase use or crime! 
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Unsafe places 
to use

become 
unsafe places 

to die

-LRT Train - mall washroom

-street corner - store entrance

-a field outside of town 

-in a staircase - back alley  

-in a parked car  - rooming house

-a strangers or a friend’s house 

-outside an SCS when it was closed 

-near an SCS after the government shut it down



THE ROLE OF 
LANGUAGE IN 
REDUCING STIGMA
Follow these two key principles:

1. Use neutral, [medically] 
accurate terminology when 
describing substance use

2. Use “people-first” language, 
that focuses first on the 
individual or individuals, not 
the action (e.g. “people who 
use drugs”)
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Responding to substance use
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Speak to the person about your concernsSpeak

Be calm, factual and do not blame or accuseBe

Don’t make your support conditionalDon’t make

Stay prepared and respond without judgementStay

Inform yourself – keep them safeInform

Take care of yourselfTake



Youth and 
substance use 
Harm reduction approach:
◦ Discourage use 
◦ Set clear expectations
◦ Stay engaged
◦ Model good behaviour

Image:  Island Health
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Youth Substance Use – Safety First
Factual education
◦Introduction to harm reduction
◦Types of substances,
◦Effects & side-effects, benefits & harms
◦Peers and social situations
◦Substance use and mental health

◦ Source: Drug Policy Alliance. (2019). Safety First. Retrieved from https://www.drugpolicy.org/resource/safety-first-real-drug-
education-teens  
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Youth and Harm Reduction 
Harm reduction continuum:
◦ Abstain 
◦ Use less harmful substances 
◦ Use less or less often 
◦ Use in a less harmful way 
◦ Never use alone

◦ Drug Policy Alliance. (2019). Safety First. Retrieved 
from https://www.drugpolicy.org/resource/safety-
first-real-drug-education-teens 
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What can communities do? 
Demand access to evidence based treatment 

Focus on voluntary treatment

Support local and provincial harm reduction initiatives 
Provide support for groups – SMART Recovery

Look at the underlying causes of substance use and support 
prevention measures

Be open, be kind be generous  - Don’t discriminate! 
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Evidence based treatment 
for opioid use
Withdrawal management alone should be 
avoided

Suboxone is the first-line treatment for people 
starting on Opioid Agonist Treatment – OAT

Methadone [Kadian] is recommended if 
Suboxone is not preferrable

[for patients where conventional OAT does not 
work pharmaceutical alternatives can be 
prescribed]

◦ https://crismprairies.ca/national-opioid-use-disorder-
guidelines/
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https://crismprairies.ca/national-opioid-use-disorder-guidelines/
https://crismprairies.ca/national-opioid-use-disorder-guidelines/


Do I need to 
go to rehab?
8000 new spaces

Long wait times for in-patient and detox

Lack of regulation of treatment industry

No data on 
◦ who is using the facilities
◦ For what reasons
◦ Short, medium or long-term outcomes
◦ Critical incidents
◦ Value for money spent

Treatment needs to be  voluntary, evidence 
based and accountable! 
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What about 
stimulants? 
Desoxyn is licensed in the US, but 
not in Canada

Other meds include Ritalin and 
Adderall – less effective

People with a history of substance 
use have trouble getting 
prescriptions for ADHD meds, 
even with a diagnosis of ADHD
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Regulated Substances = 
Crime Prevention
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“Safer Supply” – Regulated alternatives 
to toxic street drugs

Public health intervention 

Known amount of a drug from a regulated 
source

Protects from drugs that from an unknown 
source with an unknown content.

Not substance use treatment 
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Decriminalize 
People who use 
drugs
MSTH CALLS FOR THE FULL 
DECRIMINALIZATION OF PEOPLE WHO USE 
DRUGS 

We do not criminalize other health 
conditions. 

PETRA SCHULZ - MOMS STOP THE HARM        SOURCE: 
https://www.kennedystewart.ca/new_poll_a_majority_of_canadians_support_decriminalization 1/21/21 38
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London, Ontario’s Safer Opioid Supply program evaluation data, January 2022. 
Among many other positive outcomes, participants reported huge reductions in criminal activities.

https://lihc.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/2021-SOS-Evaluation-Full.pdf


We need to redefine recovery
Ophelia Black , Garth Mullins and Guy Felicella
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MSTH engages in Advocacy and Peer Support
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Stronger Together Canada –
supporting families
Peer led support groups:
Healing Heart groups for families who have lost 
loved ones  healingheartscanada.org
Holding Hope Groups for families whose loved 
ones are using substances 
holdinghopecanada.org

◦ STCA is funded by the Health Canada Substance Use and 
Addictions Program (SUAP)

◦ STBC is funded by the government of BC



MSTH advocates for: 
Access to regulated substances #safesupply

Decriminalization of PWUD

Harm reduction - hope

Rapid Access to evidence-based treatment

Upstream prevention

Meaningful inclusion in all decisions that affect us!
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Shameless Plug - @CherryMintRose

YouTube Channel 
https://www.youtube.com/@cherrymintrose

Videos on the intersectionality of autism, 
ADHD, substance Use and gender
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https://www.youtube.com/@cherrymintrose


Resource 
Recommendations
Crackdown Podcast 
◦ Episode 4 Blame [MSTH]
◦ Episode 37  Drugstore Cowboy [diversion] 

Chasing the Scream by Johann Hari

Progress Report: Ophelia in Her Own Words

Substack: Drug Data Decoded (Blog)

Canadian Drug Policy Coalition

Building Hope: Substance use in the Trades (Film)

Filter Magazine - Harm reduction journalism
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I am so glad you are 
here!
Websites 
momstoptheharm.com

holdinghopecanada.org

healingheartscanada.org

Social Media – Facebook, Instagram, Twitter 
@momsstoptheharm
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